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While it is clear that, historically and doctrinally, there is no barrier to females commenting on and interpreting Islamic sacred texts, after the first generation of Muslims, women primarily functioned as transmitters rather than as interpreters of the tradition.
1 It is only with modernity and the rise of mass literacy that Muslim women, beyond the circle of a few elite scholarly families, began to have access to the education and tools needed to engage in writing interpretive theology. Of course, this could also be said to a greater or lesser extent of all major religious traditions. While much of this new Muslim theology undertaken by female interpreters is explicitly feminist or womanist, the participation of many women in Islamist or socially conservative pietistic movements has also opened up the field of religious discussion and activism to those Muslim women who seek to reaffirm many traditional Islamic tenets while also speaking in a female voice that addresses issues of special relevance to women.
The very concept of Islamic theology requires historical contextualization. Unlike
Christianity, and more similarly to Judaism, law, rather than theology, became the privileged intellectual discipline in classical Islamic religious thought. The budding rationalistic theologies of ninth century Baghdad such as Muʿtazilism eventually fell into eclipse in the Sunni world.
While the Sunni Asharite and Maturidite schools of thought continued to exist, their articulation was generally limited to commentary on existing texts rather than full-scale reinterpretation of revealed sources in order to make them speak to the particular concerns of a changed context. In the Shiʿa world and in some areas of traditional Sufism, elements of philosophical or mystical theologizing continued. However, their main concerns were neither gender nor the challenges of contemporary social and political issues.
Terms for theology in classical Arabic are "ʿilm al-kalām" and "ʿaqīda". ʿIlm means science or discipline while kalām literally means speech or discussion, and the scholastic "question and answer" format of early treatises on issues that impacted the Muslim community 1 This is not to say that transmission is always devoid of individual input and perspectives. There were exceptions throughout history of Muslim women becoming legal experts, issuing fatwas and making legal decisions as well as, in very limited cases, speaking or writing critically about male interpreters. See, for example, Ruth Roded, Women in Islamic Biographical Collections: From Ibn Sa'd to Who's Who (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 1994) .
initially reflected political and subsequently more theoretical debates about issues such as "who is a Muslim" or "free will vs. determinism". A crucial debate that emerged early and continues until the present concerns the scope of applying rational or metaphorical interpretation to the revealed sources, in contrast to restricting readings of their terms and injunctions to the literal meanings, in which only texts could be used to comment on other sacred texts.
ʿAqīda. the second term related to theology in the Islamic tradition, is derived from a root that conveys "binding, commitment, and contract" and suggests the binding nature of religious conviction. While Islam is not creedal in the same way as Christianity, some early Muslim figures drew up lists of basic tenets of faith.
The documents to which the terms ʿaqīda or ʿaqāʾid are applied vary in length, and the longer ones cannot be sharply divided from the comprehensive theological treatises (e.g. al-ʿAqīda al-Niẓāmiyya by Juwaynī). The terms, however, may usefully be taken to signify compositions where the chief interest is in the formulation of doctrine or dogma, and not in intellectual discussion or argument about it. . .Creeds are often built round either the shahāda (as al-Ghazālī's) or the tradition, which elaborates a Qurʾānic formula, that faith is faith in God, His angels, His books, His prophets, etc. (as Birgewī's). Sometimes they are included in legal treatises, as introductory statements of what it is obligatory for a Muslim to believe. When contemporary Muslim women engage in scriptural interpretation and theology they are breaking new ground in a number of areas, not only as females, but also as interpreters of the religious tradition in the context of significant contemporary challenges. Their sources cannot be limited to pre-modern theologies of ʿilm al-kalām and ʿaqīda, which tended to be scholastic in argumentation and to address matters that are no longer compelling or relevant to most Muslims.
Therefore, the writings of the new cohort of Muslim women theologians draw on a range of initiatives that support their project, including the following. 
Islamic Liberalism
Female Social and Political Activism and the Feminist Movement
During the earlier decades of the twentieth century Muslim women played new and important public roles in independence struggles and nationalist movements in many parts of the Muslim world. For example, the (1892-1920) women's press 7 and early female social movements that emerged in Egypt combined charitable endeavors with a desire to educate the masses and mobilize them toward independence. 8 Najmabadi presents parallel developments in Iran, emphasizing the participation of women in 'nation-building' through their role in the family and the importance of education. 9 This was also the period during which a Syrian woman, Nazira
Zain ad-Din, wrote her re-interpretation of the Qur'anic verses that specifically concern women. 10 In South Asia, Bengali writer, Rokeya Sakhaat Hussain, published her "Sultana's
Dream", a work of feminist science fiction, in which women take over the public sphere, in 1905.
11
We therefore find evidence for a new involvement of Muslim women as activists and scholars in various women's movements that emerged in Muslim societies early in the twentieth century, as well as in the documents that were generated within these groups. Ultimately Muslim women, like their Western feminist counterparts, sought to achieve or enhance women's rights through theoretical reconstruction, as well as undertaking practical initiatives.
In the West and, in fact, globally, the scope and theory of feminism has developed from "first wave" or early feminist concerns such as demanding female suffrage and basic rights, to a "second wave" theoretical critique of patriarchy as embedded, not only in social institutions, but also in the very ordering and construction of categories of knowledge. Women of color further criticized the overwhelmingly white and privileged nature of previous feminist agendas resulting in "cultural" or "third wave" feminism that recognized the distinctive concerns of non-Western, The approach of many among the first cohort of Muslim women to reexamine the sources was both theological and-at least implicitly-feminist. Such a tendency could be termed "Qur'anic" or "scriptural" in the same way that some Christian feminsts are designated as "biblical" in orientation. Furthermore, the pioneers of Qur'anic feminism overwhelmingly The methodologies of Muslim scriptural feminists may explicitly draw on feminist hermeneutical approaches that are willing to interrogate the dominant traditional articulations of the "true" meaning of texts. This lays the foundation for a "hermeneutic of suspicion" that can confront the hierarchical and patriarchal biases brought to bear in formulating earlier interpretations. This hermeneutic can be brought to bear on the gendered nature of language itself including the gender of particular vocabulary items and the use of pronouns, and can apply to more explicit and direct embedding of gender disparities within canonical formulations. 33 have been studied for their access to leadership and their participation, which they exercise despite being part of socially conservative and male dominated groups.
Muslim Women as Theologians
Most, but not all, current theological interventions on the part of Muslim women are informed by an awareness of gender studies and the broader context of studies of women in religion. Conservative discourses about women in religion, or women in Islam specifically, often present an essential concept of the "muslimwoman", 34 who may be the abstract and idealized "woman" of religious ideology and pious fantasy. This stands in contrast to speaking about "women", the experiences and agency of actual Muslim females in particular contexts.
Noted scholar of women and religion, Susan Sered, suggests that there are four positions that members of the general public, and to a degree, scholars, are taking today in their discourses and understandings of women and religion. The first position could be termed "patriarchal and proud of it." 35 Here there are no apologies for gender discrimination; patriarchy is the way it is, part of the divine order, and that is good. Secondly, there is the position that the founders of religions or the prophets such as Jesus or Muhammad were the first feminists. They initially brought gender egalitarian messages but then something went wrong over time and this was lost, The disciplinary location of many other Muslim women writing on religious topics is less easily defined as "theological" since a secular academic formation in religious studies, area studies, or the social sciences implies a constructivist and critical attitude to sources which may either bracket the "faith" question or assume that it is socially or historically constructed. Liberal 36 These were secondary schools geared to training imams that replaced the madrasa system in the Turkish republic.
Graduates now often go on to university degrees in theology. 37 
The Papers
In this pioneering collection of original articles we have tried to be representative and diverse; still we find a predominance of articles authored by Muslim women living in the West. This is perhaps due to the fact that the academic and institutional contexts in America and
Europe are still, up to this point, the most developed in supported women's studies in religion.
This tendency has been observed by several of the contributors to the volume within their 
Part 2: Religious Anthropology and Muslim Women
One of the most fundamental and central concerns for today's Muslim woman theologian is the area of religious or theological anthropology.
We are delighted to have a new contribution by the pioneering Pakistani-American scholarly activist and theologian, Riffat Hassan, who addresses the concept of whether there is a "fall" in Islamic theology and the specific association of the female with such a concept.
In her contribution, Riffat Hassan, whose seminal work has proven influential among many other contributors to this collection, focuses on the story of the 'Fall' -the exodus of Adam and Eve from Paradise -as it is recounted in both Genesis 3 and the Qur'an.
The Genesis story has commonly been understood as assigning the primary responsibility for man's 'Fall' to the woman who is consequently to be regarded with hatred, suspicion and contempt. The Qur'anic texts on the subject of the human pair's transition from heaven to earth, however, do not support the idea of the 'Fall' and hold man and woman equally responsible for an act of disobedience which they acknowledge and for which they are forgiven by God.
Hassan's chapter is therefore an endeavor in comparative theological anthropology that Al-Zeera's reading is relatively conservative in that she argues that the scope of this injunction to "beat" an erring wife should be applied only in the extreme case of the wife's infidelity. For al-Zeera the problem is socio-historical, in that the verse has enabled males to practice violence against women. Taking a 'traditional' approach to the verse (4:34), al-Zeera, drawing on the resources of traditional Qur'ānic and legal commentaries, argues that this verse does not encourage violence against women.
Taking a holistic approach, this article clarifies the context of the verse to emphasize that the conditions for the 'beating' are very specific, and can be implemented only in cases of infidelity of the wife. The article aims to refute the commonly held belief that God has ordered men to beat women because men are superior to women. She aims to disprove the claim for male superiority that has unfortunately been used to inculcate further perceptions detrimental to women such as their not having agency or the capacity to hold public office.
Part 4: Muslima Constructive Theology
The final section of this volume exposes the latest trends in new areas of Muslim women's theological writings-religious pluralism, Muslima womanism, and renewed ontological reflections, in this case inspired by Sufi thought. In her chapter on an approach to religious pluralism, Jerusha Tanner Lamptey uses the term "Muslima" theology in coinage that evokes "womanist" and "mujerista" sub-genres of feminist theorizing and theologizing that emerge as part of the third wave of culturally sensitive feminist theory. Her chapter is a constructive theological effort toward formulating an Islamic theology of religious pluralism that draws insights from three distinct approaches: contemporary Muslim women's interpretation of the Qur'ān, feminist theological approaches to religious pluralism, and Toshihiko Izutsu's semantic analysis of the Qur'ān. In brief, it seeks to extend reflections on the concept of sexual difference to the understanding of religious difference. 
